Medical assistants (MAs) are key members of the healthcare team, with expanding roles in office and clinic-based health care settings, and in 2015 there were 500,000 to 600,000 employed MAs in the U.S. MAs are listed among the 20 fastest-growing occupations in the nation, fueled by increasing demand for primary care services and mounting pressure to reduce healthcare costs through task shifting to lower-cost providers. In Washington, the only state to credential MAs, employers report that recruiting and maintaining a qualified MA workforce is difficult despite a relatively large number of MAs relative to demand. Understanding how MAs' backgrounds and education pathways align with their job settings and roles, as well as their attitudes and perceptions about career pathway opportunities, is important for developing effective recruitment and retention strategies for MAs and other frontline workers who provide routine but essential services across healthcare settings. This study used original survey data to examine the characteristics and roles of a defined MA workforce and the relationship to MAs' career pathways.
METHODS
We collected survey responses from a representative sample of 3,355 of Washington's MAs with certified status (MA-Cs) to understand their demographic, education and employment backgrounds; job satisfaction; and career plans. We calculated descriptive statistics on survey topics, and conducted logistic regression analyses to predict whether MA-Cs agreed with the statement "I plan to seek training and/or employment in another healthcare occupation in the next five years". Regression models controlled for demographic variables including age, sex, race, and household composition; labor market variables including hourly wage rate, weekly work hours, and years of experience working as an MA; the nine healthcare planning regions within the state; MA education (for-profit vs. not-for-profit); whether the MA felt overwhelmed by their workload; and whether the MA was satisfied with opportunities for promotion.
KEY FINDINGS
The following were key study findings: n 93.0% of the state's MA-Cs were female, and higher percentages were Hispanic, Black, Asian/ Pacific Islander, and more than one race compared with the overall Washington population.
n Most (88.8%) reported their work location as a medical clinic, and primary care/family medicine was the medical focus of one third of MA-Cs' primary work setting. Many other medical specialties were selected at low frequencies, including by MA-Cs who indicated working as "floats" across multiple specialties.
n While generally satisfied, 56.2% indicated they would seek training or employment in another healthcare occupation within five years, with higher percentages among MA-Cs who felt overwhelmed by their workload and/or not satisfied with promotion opportunities (Figure 2 ). 
